Introduction {#S1}
============

Gossip is a key social behavior that nearly everyone working in any organization experiences, hears, and probably contributes to, and it exists in various organizations and places where people live ([@B16]; [@B20]; [@B35]; [@B30]). The office provides a fertile ground for gossip to spread ([@B19]). Some scholars pointed out that 14% of the coffee break in the workplace is actually gossip, and approximately 66% of the general communication between employees is talking about other topics of colleagues ([@B11]). Some earlier studies remarked upon the functions of workplace gossip. Specifically, workplace gossip is a vital channel to facilitate informal communication among employees ([@B34]). Meanwhile, information passed via workplace gossip may explain matters previously unclear to the organization ([@B47]; [@B61]). However, some research has found that workplace gossip is a negative behavior and an extension of abuse, which is often included in a scale that captures broader forms of bullying, such as aggression and harassment ([@B51]). Workplace gossip tends to have more adverse effects than positive effects on employees. This is especially true, as competition or "dark behavior" in the workplace has increased ([@B48]), and most employees have experienced being gossiped about ([@B55]). According to a survey of 262 staff in America, nearly 69% of employees admitted to being verbally hurt by their leaders or colleagues in the past year ([@B21]).

Workplace negative gossip (WNG) refers to the negative and informal valuation that organizational members discuss or maliciously spread about another member who is absent ([@B59]; [@B62]). It mainly includes the following four characteristics, that is, subjective perception, malevolent evaluation, difficult traceability, and rapid dissemination ([@B17]; [@B24]; [@B59]). Given the previously discussed characteristics of WNG, scholars have urged greater attention to the negative gossip in the workplace ([@B7]; [@B59]). Prior studies focused on the causes of WNG at different dimensions, such as individual level (values, informal status, etc.) and organizational level (integrity of organizational structure, organizational atmosphere, etc.) ([@B7]; [@B8]; [@B18]; [@B12]). Some literature has also suggested that WNG can be regarded as an indirect attack or victimization ([@B8]), which may be harmful to employees' in-role behavior ([@B45]; [@B36]; [@B60]; [@B62]). WNG damages the reputation of employees and their relationship with colleagues ([@B53]; [@B30]). Exposure to gossip implies that the target does not easily trust others, hampering cooperation with colleagues ([@B3]). Also, the targets of gossip are likely to suffer greater psychological stress, which exerts an adverse effect on their work motivation, work efficiency, job satisfaction, and innovation ([@B45]; [@B59]; [@B60]).

Despite the wealth of existing literature, to our knowledge, little is paid attention to the spillover effect of WNG on employees' family domain, especially the relationship between WNG and work--family conflict (WFC). Work and family are equally important to employees, especially in Chinese society, where employees' work and family domains are inseparable and often interact with each other ([@B40]). Taken together, it is necessary to discuss how and why WNG affects employees' WFC in the context of Chinese society.

This research bases on the conservation of resource theory (COR) to explain the effect of WNG on WFC in the Chinese context. The COR theory argues that it is vital for individuals to avoid resource loss than to obtain resources ([@B25], [@B26]). Individuals commonly take multiple roles in their daily life, and resources are always scarce and unevenly distributed. They thus tend to conduct a cognitive assessment of the return of each role and the situation of resource loss in advance to determine which roles to give up or invest in. According to the previously mentioned principles, if employees decide to consume numerous resources to cope with WNG in work life, maybe the remaining resources they could devote to family life are scarce, which positively impacts their WFC.

Meanwhile, WNG represents a resource loss ([@B60]). The COR theory posits that stress and distress occur when resources are lost. When the loss of the resource is greater or exhausted, individuals will enter a defensive mode to conserve resources, appearing aggressive and in an irrational behavior ([@B27]). By drawing on the COR theory, we thus suggest that psychological distress plays a mediating role in the relationship between WNG and WFC.

Also, to our knowledge, little do we know about whether personality traits provide a boundary condition of gossip's effects. This study aims to explore the "dark side" in the workplace. Neuroticism, a kind of the big five personality traits, is related to negative feelings such as anxiety, frustration, and emotional instability. We thus use neuroticism as a moderator. More precisely, we propose that high neuroticism may strengthen the relationship between WNG and psychological distress and the mediating effect of psychological distress on the relationship between WNG and WFC.

Taken together, this study makes three contributions to the WNG and family life literature. First, existing research has little attention to the effect of WNG on family life. To fill the gap in existing literature, we apply the COR theory to argue why WNG from the perspective of resource loss could cause WFC, especially in the Chinese cultural context. Second, we examine how WNG conduces to WFC. Specifically, psychological distress plays a mediating role between WNG and WFC. Finally, by testing the moderating mechanism of neuroticism in the earlier mentioned relationships, we reveal that the boundary condition of the effect of WNG on WFC. [Figure 1](#F1){ref-type="fig"} is the conceptual model.

![The conceptual mode of this research.](fpsyg-11-01612-g001){#F1}

Theory and Hypothesis {#S2}
=====================

Main Effect of Workplace Negative Gossip on Employees' Work--Family Conflict {#S2.SS1}
----------------------------------------------------------------------------

Work and family are two crucial components of employees' life ([@B37]; [@B2]). WFC represents a particular type of inter-role conflict in which the role pressures from the work and family domains are incompatible in some aspects ([@B23]). A review of related literature suggests that WFC is generally divided into three major forms, including time-based conflict, strain-based conflict, and behavior-based conflict ([@B23]; [@B40]). Time-based conflict takes place when individuals spend time on the work role and make it difficult to perform their family duties. Strain-based conflict is produced when some strain symptoms (i.e., stress, tension, anxiety, etc.) caused by the work role affect one's performance in family role. Behavior-based conflict exists when a person is unable to adjust behavior from work to meet with the expectations regarding behavior in the family role.

Workplace negative gossip is a dilemma faced by employees in their office life. As they make use of limited resources to cope with gossip about themselves to change the situation, it means their resources are consumed ([@B41]). In other words, WNG represents a kind of resource loss ([@B60]). The COR theory argues that protection of remaining resources is a priority for those individuals who suffer a resource loss ([@B25], [@B26]). Along this line, given the issue of limited resources, if employees have devoted more time and energy to deal with negative gossip in the work domain, they would tend to protect their remaining resources in the family domain. An effective way in which employees seek to protect personal resources is to reduce the amount of energy invested in their families. Meanwhile, the COR theory suggests that loss will have a significantly greater impact, and the lack of personal resources will bring about difficulties handling their daily life ([@B25], [@B26]). Therefore, we could propose that employees' behaviors of priority protection of remaining resources and the loss of their resources will make it difficult to balance work and family roles effectively, resulting in WFCs.

More precisely, employees suffering from WNG may adopt some approaches such as hard work or attendance at group activities to change the gossipers' negative assessment of themselves. Thus, they may face working hours overload, and WFC is related to work time per week ([@B52]). Given the priority of resources protection, they are more likely to reduce the investment in time or energy for family role, resulting in time-based WFC. Moreover, the targets of gossip have already done much emotional labor for coping with gossip in the workplace. Therefore, following the principle of protection priority, employees tend to have a cold and detached attitude toward their partners or relatives to preserve individual psychological resources when they return home, thereby generating strain-based conflict. Furthermore, employees who have been exposed to WNG are likely to display warmth and emotionality to repair their reputation in their interactions with those gossipers. Consequently, for the conservation of personal resources, they cannot meet family expectations that a person to be warm and nurturant, leading to behavior-based conflict. Thus, we propose the following hypothesis:

1.  Hypothesis 1 (H1): *WNG will yield WFC of employees.*

Mediating Effect of Psychological Distress {#S2.SS2}
------------------------------------------

Psychological distress, an unpleasant state, is often associated with negative thoughts and emotions, such as anxiety, fear, depression, etc. ([@B5]). Psychological distress takes place when individuals experience the stress and strain of work and family life and emotional trauma ([@B31]).

The COR theory provides a theoretical explanation for whether and in what situations WNG leads to psychological distress. The COR theory posits that individuals prefer to retain their existing resources. However, when personal resources are threatened, lost, and believed to be unstable, people are likely to suffer psychological distress ([@B25], [@B26]; [@B28]). Prior researches have exhibited evidence for the interpretation that stressors are regarded as a threat to individual resources, which finally produces greater psychological distress ([@B1]).

Generally, China is seen as a collectivist society. Most people thirst for properly dealing with personal relationships and expect to be acknowledged and treated kindly ([@B29]). In this cultural context, when employees suffer from WNG, they will immediately attempt to deploy resources to improve their situation ([@B60]). We thus suggest that WNG represents resource loss and interpersonal stressors ([@B53]; [@B41]). This is mainly based on the following two considerations. Firstly, exposure to negative gossip implies that the targets tend to be angry and frustrated, especially if the gossip is fake and hostile. They could consume substantial personal resources to address the situation ([@B60]; [@B41]), such as identifying the gossiper, justifying their behaviors, and elucidating the truth, etc. Secondly, employees whose reputation has been damaged by gossip are less likely to obtain resources from superiors or colleagues to make up their resource loss, even increasing the possibility of resource depletion ([@B61]). For example, when the targets would like to approach colleagues and increase social connections actively, colleagues generally have an evasive or indifferent attitude. This not only results in no return on the resources invested by individuals but also speeds up the loss of their psychological resources such as lowering self-esteem, increasing anxiety, etc. Taken together, according to the COR theory, WNG, as a resource loss, is strongly related to psychological distress ([@B10]).

The COR theory also posits some important corollaries. Especially corollary 2 provides a theoretical explanation for scholars to study how WNG yields WFC. Corollary 2 is called "loss spirals" because resource loss is more powerful than resource gain and because stress and distress occur when resources are lost. At each iteration of the stress spiral, the individual's resources used to offset resource losses gradually decrease, but the momentum and magnitude of resource losses are still increasing, leading to further damage to future resources ([@B27]). When the resource loss is greater or exhausted, individuals will enter a defensive mode to conserve resources, appearing aggressive and in an irrational behavior ([@B27]). Exposure to WNG implies that employees have already faced resource loss and suffered a great deal of psychological distress. Under the influence of the resource loss spiral, psychological stress and distress further increased their resource loss, making them face the threat of resource exhaustion. Consequently, they often choose a defensive strategy to conserve their resource reserves. Employees' work and family domains are closely linked, especially in China. They tend to conserve their resources by adopting the defensive posture in their family life. For example, they tend to be passive avoidant to avoid the emotional labor in family life. This may conduce to tensions, disputes, and disharmony in family relations, which in turn cause WFC.

Overall, given the positive effect of WNG on the psychological distress and the positive role of the psychological distress in aggravating WFC, we propose the following hypothesis:

1.  Hypothesis 2 (H2): *Psychological distress mediates the positive relationship between WNG and WFC.*

Moderating Effect of Neuroticism {#S2.SS3}
--------------------------------

In this study, we mainly aim to explore the adverse effects of the "dark side" in the workplace. As a result, we regard neuroticism, a kind of the big five personality traits, as a moderator rather than other dimensions of the big five personality traits. This is because only neuroticism is directly relevant to unfavorable feelings, such as anxiety, depression, and self-doubt, whereas other traits are related to positive emotions or behaviors. Consequently, we adopt the COR theory to analyze the conditions under which neuroticism is likely to strengthen or weaken the influence of WNG.

The COR theory argues that resources comprise those objects such as individual characteristics, conditions, or energies that are valued in their own right or that are valued because they play vital roles in obtaining or production of valued resources ([@B14]; [@B26]). Resources can be specifically divided into four categories: material resources, conditional resources, personality traits, and energy resources ([@B27]). These resources can not only meet individual needs but also help them accurately identify and socially locate themselves. In line with this definition and classification of resource, we could suggest that neuroticism represents a characteristic resource that individuals possess.

Of the primary dimensions of personality, neuroticism is typically defined as a tendency toward anxiety, depression, self-doubt, and other negative feelings. It is closely linked with one's emotional stability. Lower levels of neuroticism indicate that the individual possesses a strong power of emotional control and regulation. In other words, individuals with low levels of neuroticism have abundant psychological resources, such as emotionally stable. Conversely, higher levels of neuroticism represent those individuals who usually suffered mood swings due to the effect of external factors. That is, individuals with high levels of neuroticism are lack of psychological resources.

The COR theory posits that individuals with greater resources are less vulnerable to resource loss and more capable of resource gain. On the contrary, those who lack resources are more susceptible to resource loss and less capable of resource gain, and their willingness to protect remaining resources is stronger than their awareness of acquiring surplus resources ([@B27]). Following this theoretical logic, we suggest that when employees with different levels of neuroticism experience resource loss, they are more likely to show diverse perceptions of this adverse event, thus adopting differentiation strategy. More specifically, employees with high neuroticism act more sensitive to resource loss (i.e., WNG) for lack of psychological resources, and they are likely to constantly reinforce resource loss and magnify negative perceptions of themselves ([@B39]; [@B42]; [@B13]). Consequently, they tend to be in the grip of psychological distress, such as anxiety, tension, and emotional instability. Instead, individuals with low neuroticism have considerably psychological resources. They thus are insensitive to the adverse effects of recourse loss. They could exert their ability and resource to maintain emotional stability and show positive aspects in their work attitudes and behaviors, reducing the psychological distress caused by resource loss, that is, exposure to WNG. Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:

1.  Hypothesis 3 (H3): *Neuroticism moderates the relationship between WNG and psychological distress, such that the positive relationship is stronger when the employee possesses higher neuroticism.*

Also, based on the previously discussed assumption that the positive impact of WNG on psychological distress is stronger when the employee has higher neuroticism and that psychological distress is positively related to WFC, it is logical to speculate that the positive indirect effect of WNG on WFC via psychological distress will be stronger when an employee has higher neuroticism. Hence, we propose that:

1.  Hypothesis 4 (H4): *Neuroticism moderates the indirect effect of WNG on WFC via psychological distress. Specifically, the indirect effect will be strengthened when the employee possesses higher neuroticism.*

Materials and Methods {#S3}
=====================

Sample and Procedures {#S3.SS1}
---------------------

The data used in this paper were collected with the help of a professional research company, which built a large database containing information from numerous enterprises and employees in China. The data company randomly selected 1,000 employees in its database as the initial subjects. Data were collected at different time points for reducing the possibility of common method bias. Existing literature on resource loss has used different time lags, including 6 weeks ([@B49]), 3 months ([@B58]), 6 months ([@B43]), and even a few years ([@B33]). There is no one right temporal lag that can be universally recommended ([@B44]). Some scholars indicated that shorter intervals in studies should be considered because longer lags could miss the manifestation window and impact the true relationship ([@B57]). Consequently, we use 3-month gaps in this study. That is, we sent the questionnaires to 1,000 participants at two different times over a span of 3 months. Meanwhile, we coded the questionnaires before distributing the survey to match the responses to different times.

In the first-wave survey, we distributed the questionnaire to the respondents by email, which mainly included the basic information of the subjects. We also surveyed participants if they had perceived or experienced WNG during the past 6 months and their marital status. Given the core goal of this study, we only retained questionnaires where items of the experience of WNG and marital status were both answered "yes." In other words, married employees who suffered from WNG were the ones we ultimately studied. Specifically, in the first-wave survey, we surveyed a total of 1,000 employees and received 821 questionnaires, including 660 married samples. Of the 660 married samples, 502 samples perceived or experienced WNG. After removing missing values of some variables, we obtained 445 valid questionnaires in the first wave. The second-wave data collection was conducted 3 months later; 455 employees who had completed first-wave questionnaires were surveyed again, investigating their personality traits, psychological distress, and WFC. We received 268 responses, for a response rate of 58.9%. After sorting out the questionnaires, we finally obtained 245 valid results, which formed the basis of data analysis in this paper.

Of the 245 usable samples, there were 105 female and 140 male participants. About 26.53% had state-owned jobs, and the remaining employees had non-state-owned jobs. Only 32.24% were in management positions. The average age of all participants was 32.67 years old (*SD* = 7.26). Of the employees, 66.9% lived with their parents, and the rest did not. With regards to education level, the proportions of those with high school degrees or below, those with associate degrees, and those with master's degrees or above were less than 3, 10.61, and 8.98%, respectively. The number of employees with bachelor's degrees was the largest, accounting for 77.96%. Also, the average employee changed jobs about 3.39 times (*SD* = 1.50).

Measure {#S3.SS2}
-------

### Workplace Negative Gossip {#S3.SS2.SSS1}

We measured the employees' perceptions of WNG by the three-item scale from the work of [@B59]. Example items were "During the past 6 months, others have spread damaging information about you in office," "During the past 6 months, others have communicated unfavorable gossip about you in office," and "During the past 6 months, others have made negative allegations about you in office." All adopted a seven-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (daily). The scale's reliability was 0.900.

### Psychological Distress {#S3.SS2.SSS2}

We adopted a six-item scale developed by [@B32] to measure psychological distress. Respondents were asked to answer how often they generally experienced some special emotions or feelings during the last 30 days, including nervousness, hopelessness, restlessness or fidgetiness, depression (nothing could cheer you up), struggling (everything was an effort), and worthlessness. Each item was measured on a seven-point scale (1 = never, 7 = daily). Cronbach's alpha for this scale was 0.902.

### Neuroticism {#S3.SS2.SSS3}

[@B54] designed a brief bipolar rating scale to measure the five-factor model of personality, including extraversion, neuroticism, conscientiousness, agreeableness, and openness. We applied one subscale as an indicator of neuroticism, which consisted of six items such as "at ease-nervous," "calm-anxious," "unworried-fearful," etc. Respondents were asked to indicate the extent of agreement, which ranged from (1) strongly agree to (7) strongly disagree. The scale's reliability was 0.939.

### Work--Family Conflict {#S3.SS2.SSS4}

Work--family conflict was assessed with five items applied by [@B2]. Respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which one's work interfered with one's family. Sample items included: "Have you not had enough time for yourself because of your job?," "Have you not been in as good of a mood as you would like to be at home because of your job?," and so on. We used a seven-point Likert scale (1 = very often, 7 = never). To maintain consistency of data direction, we reverse-coded those items, that is, higher numbers denote more frequent experiences of one's work interfering with one's family. Cronbach's alpha for this scale was 0.884.

### Control Variables {#S3.SS2.SSS5}

To eliminate potential confounding effects, we took demographic information of the employees, including age, gender, education level, and living with parents ([@B9]), as control variables. Meanwhile, following existing research on WNG, we also controlled for employees' position, number of job changes, and ownership.

Results {#S4}
=======

Confirmatory Factor Analysis {#S4.SS1}
----------------------------

Before testing the previously discussed hypotheses, we needed to conduct confirmatory factor analyses with Mplus7 to verify the discriminant validity because all our core variables were from the same questionnaire. The indicators recognized by most scholars were adopted to judge the model fit, including χ^2^/df, comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker--Lewis index (TLI), and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA). When the values of CFI and TLI are greater than 0.9, the value of χ^2^/df is between 1 and 5, the value of RMSEA is less than 0.08, and the overall fitness of the model is better and can be accepted. We planned to pick the optimal fit model by comparing the assumed factor models.

We first tested the single-factor model that contained all of variables, which yielded a poor fit (χ^2^ = 1,956.067, χ^2^/df = 11.506, CFI = 0.488, TLI = 0.427, and RMSEA = 0.207). Then, we examined other alternative factor models, two two-factor models, and five three-factor models, which did not provide good fits either. As we assumed, the four-factor model contributed the best fit to the data: χ^2^ = 230.789, χ^2^/df = 1.407, CFI = 0.981, TLI = 0.978, and RMSEA = 0.041 ([Table 1](#T1){ref-type="table"}), demonstrating that the discriminant validity of this study variables was high and effective.

###### 

Results of the confirmatory factor analysis for the main variables.

  Factor models          χ^2^        df    χ^2^/df   CFI     TLI     RMSEA
  ---------------------- ----------- ----- --------- ------- ------- -------
  Single-factor mode l   1,956.067   170   11.506    0.488   0.427   0.207
  Two-factor model 1     1,459.128   169   8.634     0.630   0.584   0.177
  Two-factor model 2     1,267.798   169   7.502     0.685   0.646   0.163
  Three-factor model 1   1,512.979   167   9.060     0.614   0.561   0.181
  Three-factor model 2   888.937     167   5.323     0.793   0.764   0.133
  Three-factor model 3   846.932     167   5.071     0.805   0.778   0.129
  Three-factor model 4   802.730     167   4.807     0.818   0.792   0.125
  Three-factor model 5   660.284     167   3.954     0.858   0.839   0.110
  Four-factor model      230.789     164   1.407     0.981   0.978   0.041

Single-factor model: WNG + NE + PD + WFC; two-factor model 1: WNG + WFC and NE + PD; two-factor model 2: WNG + PD + WFC and NE; three-factor model 1: WNG, WFC + NE, and PD; three-factor model 2: WNG + WFC, NE, and PD; three-factor model 3: WNG, WFC + PD, and NE; three-factor model 4: WNG, NE + PD, and WFC; three-factor model 5: WNG + PD, NE, and WFC; four-factor: WNG, NE, PD, and WFC.

WNG, workplace negative gossip; NE, neuroticism; PD, psychological distress; WFC, work--family conflict

.

Descriptive Statistics {#S4.SS2}
----------------------

[Table 2](#T2){ref-type="table"} shows the result of descriptive statistics and correlations among all variables, including the means, standard deviations, and the correlation coefficients. Obviously, there were close relationships between the core variables in the study. WNG was positively correlated with psychological distress (*r* = 0.393, *p* \< 0.01) but negatively related to WFC (*r* = −0.274, *p* \< 0.01). As we expected, psychological distress was significantly associated with neuroticism (*r* = 0.575, *p* \< 0.05) and WFC (*r* = 0.356, *p* \< 0.01). Also, neuroticism and WFC were positively related to one another (*r* = 0.153, *p* \< 0.05).

###### 

Descriptive statistics and correlations among all variables.

  Variables                          1            2           3           4           5            6           7            8            9            10        11        12      13           14
  ---------------------------------- ------------ ----------- ----------- ----------- ------------ ----------- ------------ ------------ ------------ --------- --------- ------- ------------ -------
  \(1\) Workplace negative gossip    1                                                                                                                                                         
  \(2\) Psychological distress       0.393\*\*    1                                                                                                                                            
  \(3\) Neuroticism                  --0.034      0.575\*     1                                                                                                                                
  \(4\) Work--family conflict        −0.274\*\*   0.356\*\*   0.153\*     1                                                                                                                    
  \(5\) Age                          --0.042      0.001       0.037       --0.060     1                                                                                                        
  \(6\) Gender                       0.219\*\*    0.417\*\*   0.187\*\*   0.208\*\*   --0.085      1                                                                                           
  \(7\) Education 1                  0.263\*      0.229\*\*   0.199\*\*   0.096       0.040        --0.023     1                                                                               
  \(8\) Education 2                  0.024        0.069       0.010       0.085       0.100        0.031       --0.055      1                                                                  
  \(9\) Education 3                  −0.144\*     --0.078     --0.042     --0.109     --0.073      0.017       −0.298\*\*   −0.648\*\*   1                                                     
  \(10\) Education 4                 0.041        --0.085     --0.057     0.015       --0.023      --0.045     --0.050      --0.108      −0.591\*\*   1                                        
  \(11\) Living with parents         0.185\*\*    0.566\*\*   0.252\*\*   0.205\*\*   0.111        0.263\*\*   0.109        0.044        --0.079      0.008     1                              
  \(12\) Position                    --0.017      --0.022     0.035       0.016       −0.142\*     0.068       --0.053      0.216\*\*    --0.076      --0.095   --0.107   1                    
  \(13\) The number of job-hopping   --0.008      −0.134\*    −0.148\*    --0.059     −0.217\*\*   --0.123     0.012        0.141\*      −0.132\*     0.033     --0.066   0.031   1            
  \(14\) Ownership                   --0.057      0.057       0.087       0.050       0.096        0.016       0.024        --0.027      --0.015      0.038     0.048     0.060   −0.341\*\*   1
  Mean                               3.820        3.699       3.214       4.094       32.673       0.571       0.024        0.106        0.780        0.090     0.669     0.322   3.388        0.265
  *SD*                               0.913        1.189       1.272       1.059       7.262        0.496       0.155        0.309        0.415        0.286     0.480     0.468   1.499        0.442

N = 245. \* P \< 0.05, \*\* P \< 0.01. Sex: 1---male, 0---female; Ling with parents: 1---yes, 0---no; Ownership: 1---state-owned, 0---non-state-owned; Position: 1---manager, 0---employee; Education 1: high school degrees or below, Education 2: associate degree, Education 3: bachelor's degree, Education 4: master's degree or above

.

Hypothesis Testing {#S4.SS3}
------------------

We used hierarchical regression analyses to test Hypotheses 1 and 2. Hypothesis 1 of this study predicts that WNG yields employees' WFC. As shown in [Table 3](#T3){ref-type="table"}, WNG was positively associated with employees' WFC (β = 0.245, *p* \< 0.01; Model 4), supporting Hypothesis 1. Also, Hypothesis 2 of this study posits that psychological distress mediates the positive relationship between WNG and WFC. First, the control variables and the independent variable were entered into Model 1. Regression result of Model 1 indicated that WNG had a positive relationship to psychological distress (β = 0.294, *p* \< 0.01; Model 1). Second, Model 5 is that we added the mediating variable based on Model 1. Its results represented that psychological distress was positively correlated with WFC, as WNG is controlled (β = 0.225, *p* \< 0.01; Model 5). Meanwhile, when psychological distress is controlled, WNG is positively related to WFC (β = 0.179, *p* \< 0.05; Model 5). In conclusion, according to the causal steps approach used by [@B6], we propose that psychological distress plays a mediating role in the relationship between WNG and WFC, supporting Hypothesis 2.

###### 

Results of hierarchical regression analyses.

  Variables                                 Psychological distress   Work--family conflict                                                                          
  ----------------------------------------- ------------------------ ----------------------- ------------- ------------- ------------- ------------- -------------- --------------
  **Control variables**                                                                                                                                             
  Education 2                               −0.775\*                 --0.016                 0.592         0.061         0.235         0.220         1.038\*\*      0.946\*\*
  Education 3                               −0.985\*\*\*             --0.197                 0.406         --0.254       --0.032       --0.088       0.723          0.660
  Education 4                               −1.294\*\*\*             --0.461                 0.195         --0.179       0.113         --0.004       0.879\*        0.849
  Ownership                                 0.059                    0.037                   --0.015       0.108         0.095         0.103         0.034          0.367
  Hop                                       --0.068                  --0.025                 --0.021       --0.036       --0.021       --0.027       --0.023        --0.019
  Position                                  --0.013                  --0.073                 --0.071       --0.005       --0.002       --0.018       --0.016        --0.005
  Living with parents                       1.103\*\*\*              0.861\*\*\*             0.839\*\*\*   0.289\*\*     0.041         0.238         0.209          0.079
  Age                                       --0.009                  --0.008                 --0.007       --0.012       --0.010       --0.012       --0.011        --0.010
  Sex                                       0.560\*\*\*              0.396\*\*\*             0.375\*\*\*   0.240\*       0.114         0.206         0.178          0.120
  **Independent variable**                                                                                                                                          
  Workplace negative gossip                 0.294\*\*\*              0.391\*\*\*             --0.094       0.245\*\*\*   0.179\*\*     0.266\*\*\*   −0.387\*\*     −0.372\*\*
  **Moderator**                                                                                                                                                     
  Neuroticism                                                        0.425\*\*\*             --0.035                                   0.089         −0.529\*\*\*   −0.524\*\*\*
  **Interaction 1**                                                                                                                                                 
  Workplace negative gossip\* Neuroticism                                                    0.131\*\*\*                                             0.176\*\*\*    0.156\*\*\*
  **Mediator**                                                                                                                                                      
  Psychological distress                                                                                                 0.225\*\*\*                                0.156\*
  \_cons                                    2.993\*\*\*              0.592                   1.733\*\*\*   2.847\*\*\*   2.847\*\*\*   3.016\*\*\*   4.552\*\*\*    4.282\*\*\*
  *r*^2^                                    0.490                    0.665                   0.687         0.163         0.163         0.140         0.190          0.199

N = 245. \* p \< 0.1, \*\* p \< 0.05, \*\*\* p \< 0.01

.

Moreover, we adopted the bootstrapping procedure with 5,000 subsamples to further examine the main and mediating effects. If the 95% confidence interval (CI) does not contain zero, this means the effects are significant. [Table 4](#T4){ref-type="table"} shows the analysis results. In particular, WNG was positively associated with WFC (β = 0.364, *SE* = 0.113, 95%, CI = \[0.181, 0.555\], CI did not include zero), and Hypothesis 1 was tested again. The results also revealed a significant indirect effect of WNG on WFC, and the 95% CI ranged from 0.076 to 0.280 (CI did not include zero). Hence, these findings provided initial support for Hypothesis 2.

###### 

Non-standardized mediation analysis results.

  Model paths           Estimate   *SE*    BC 95% CI   
  --------------------- ---------- ------- ----------- -------
  **Total effect**                                     
  WNG → WFC             0.364      0.113   0.181       0.555
  **Direct effect**                                    
  WNG → PD              0.547      0.093   0.388       0.692
  PD → WFC              0.296      0.098   0.139       0.460
  WNG → WFC             0.202      0.120   0.001       0.392
  **Indirect effect**                                  
  WNG → PD → WFC        0.162      0.061   0.076       0.280

BC, biased corrected (5,000 bootstrapping sample). Control variables (age, sex, education 2, education 3, education 4, living with parents, position, the number of job-hopping, and ownership) were added to the non-standardized mediation analysis. WNG, workplace negative gossip; PD, psychological distress; WFC, work--family conflict

.

We applied the moderated causal step approach of analysis to examine Hypothesis 3, which expects that neuroticism plays a moderating role in the relationship between WNG and psychological distress. As [Table 3](#T3){ref-type="table"} indicated, interaction one term was significantly and positively related to psychological distress (β = 0.131, *p* \< 0.01, Model 3), supporting Hypothesis 3. Following the procedure recommended by [@B56], we further computed the slopes using one SD above (high level of neuroticism) and below (low level of neuroticism) the mean of the moderating variable and then plotted the moderation patterns. As shown in [Figure 2](#F2){ref-type="fig"}, we found the moderation patterns to be consistent with Hypothesis 3. When employees possessed a high level of neuroticism, WNG exerted a stronger positive influence on psychological distress than the individuals enjoyed a low level of neuroticism. Therefore, Hypothesis 3 was verified again.

![Interactive effect of neuroticism on the relationship between workplace negative gossip and employees' psychological distress.](fpsyg-11-01612-g002){#F2}

We utilized PROCESS macro for SPSS 23.0 with 5,000 bootstrap samples to test Hypothesis 4. The results reported in [Table 5](#T5){ref-type="table"} suggested an indirect effect of WNG on employees' WFC via psychological distress whether the level of neuroticism was high or low and that the indirect effect was significant and positive. Specifically, when employees possessed high neuroticism, the indirect effect was enhanced (low = 0.073, mean = 0.102, and high = 0.160, CI did not include zero). By combining these analyses, Hypothesis 4 was well demonstrated.

###### 

Moderated mediation results.

  Moderator variable            Estimate   *SE*    BC 95% CI   
  ----------------------------- ---------- ------- ----------- -------
  Emotional intelligence low    0.073      0.035   0.007       0.144
  Emotional intelligence mean   0.102      0.031   0.045       0.167
  Emotional intelligence high   0.160      0.053   0.072       0.040
  Index                         0.035      0.023   0.006       0.099

BC, biased corrected (5,000 bootstrapping sample). Control variables (age, sex, education 2, education 3, education 4, living with parents, position, the number of job-hopping, and ownership) were added to the non-standardized mediation analysis

.

Discussion {#S5}
==========

This study mainly explores the impact of WNG perceived and experienced by employees on their WFCs as well as the specific influencing mechanism. Two hundred forty-five employees from Chinese companies were investigated for data analysis, and results show that WNG perceived or suffered by employees has a positive impact on employees' WFCs through the mediating variable of psychological distress. Meanwhile, employees with high levels of neuroticism have a more adverse effect on their psychological distress by the WNG that they perceived or experienced compared with those with low levels of neuroticism. Moreover, neuroticism moderates the indirect effects of WNG on the WFCs of employees through psychological distress. Also, our research has some theoretical and practical significance, which we will discuss in the next section.

Theoretical Implications {#S5.SS1}
------------------------

In the current increasingly competitive workplace, WNG is a common phenomenon. Scholars have carried out plenty of research on the possible impact of WNG on employees and organizations, forming a rich body of literature. However, there is a lack of research on the possible impact of WNG on the employees' families as well as the mediating mechanism. To fill in these gaps, we regarded it as the main research issue and conducted an empirical analysis in the Chinese context. Therefore, the results of this study have theoretical significance. First, according to resource conservation theory, this study discusses the spillover effect of WNG on the family life of employees, that is, the impact on the conflict of working families. Although there is a large number of studies on the adverse effects of negative gossip in the workplace, they mainly focus on the impact of WNG on job motivation, job performance, job satisfaction, etc. ([@B36]; [@B4]). The results of this study extend the impact of WNG from the individual level of the employee to the family level, thereby opening up a black box between WNG and WFCs.

Second, based on the perspective of work stress, this study reveals an important mediating mechanism of how WNG leads to WFCs of employees. In other words, WNG leads to WFC through the mediating role of psychological distress. At the same time, perceived or suffered WNG exacerbates the psychological distress of employees, which means that employees' psychological distress may not only come from structural factors, such as organizational design, job content, etc. but may also be influenced by interpersonal relationship among employees within the organization. Thus, our study also helps advance the employees' psychological distress literature.

Finally, the results of this study show that neuroticism, a big five personality trait, moderates the relationship between WNG and WFC. Specifically, employees with lower levels of neuroticism have a stronger ability to control and regulate emotions and possess less extreme emotions. Therefore, they can properly deal with WNG, slow down their emotional distress, and reduce the possibility of causing WFCs. On the contrary, employees with higher levels of neuroticism have a lack of stability in their emotions and a lower ability to adjust their own emotions, and they are prone to negative psychological problems. Once they encounter WNG, they will have great psychological distress, exacerbating WFCs. In summary, the research results confirm a boundary condition that WNG causes psychological distress, further expanding the research on WNG.

Practical Implications {#S5.SS2}
----------------------

In practical terms, it is necessary for organizations and managers to recognize that WNG may lead to WFCs of employees, which in turn will affect the behavioral expression and work efficiency of employees in the workplace, even negatively affecting business performance. Therefore, this study proposes three specific methods to help organizations and managers pay attention to avoiding WNG, reducing WFCs of employees.

The first method is taking positive measures to tighten or close the transmission channels of WNG. Existing literature indicates that an important cause of the occurrence of gossip is when individuals discover the uncertainty of the environment in which they are located ([@B50]; [@B15]). Considering the importance of environmental uncertainty, organizations or managers should make changes accordingly, such as keeping transmission channels for information unimpeded within organizations, revealing important information about employees' interests promptly, preventing ambiguous environments from occurring, and reducing opportunities for rumors to spread within the organization. At the same time, organizations should establish a cultural atmosphere of zero tolerance toward WNG. Organizations must apply certain disciplinary measures to employees who create and disseminate negative gossip and cause significant adverse effects within the organization, such as destroying the trust of colleagues and jeopardizing internal unity. Moreover, organizations should encourage social interaction between employees within the organization, build friendliness, intimacy, and cooperation among colleagues, and avoid undesirable workplace behavior. Also, organizational rules and norms can apply pressure against the spread of WNG ([@B46]), and organizations or managers can issue formal organizational rules and norms to constrain and manage employees' behavior within the organization.

The second path is to help employees improve their psychological endurance capacities and resistance abilities as much as possible. A large number of studies have indicated that the psychological endurance capacities of employees are closely related to their job performance. In the face of adverse external shocks, individuals with a higher psychological endurance capacity can maintain positive and stable emotions, avoiding external shocks that have adverse effects on their work and family; on the contrary, individuals with a lower psychological endurance capacity may fall into nervousness, fidgetiness, or depression and cannot alleviate the impact of adverse external shocks on their own family and work. Therefore, organizations can provide non-profit consulting services for employees with low psychological endurance capacities, help them to properly face external shocks, properly resolve the possible damage caused by shocks, and help them improve themselves and reduce the hazard to their work and organization. At the same time, all employees should receive regular psychological training to help themselves know how to cope with stress and respond to WNG.

Thirdly, neuroticism level is one of the main personality traits of individual employees, and it is also an important catalyst for the adverse effects of WNG. People with high levels of neuroticism are very sensitive to WNG. This has practical revelations for managers and organizations in that when conditions permit, managers and organizations can measure and analyze personality traits in the recruitment process and can regard their personality traits as an important factor in recruitment. For employees with high levels of neuroticism who have already been recruited, enterprises can help employees gradually improve their psychological status, maintain healthy and stable emotions, and cultivate a good work and life mentality through the organization of public welfare psychological activities.

Limitations and Future Research {#S5.SS3}
-------------------------------

Although our research has some theoretical and practical implications, there are some limitations. First of all, we take corporate employees as the object of study and do not make a sex distinction. As is well known, maintaining the balance between work and family is a difficult problem for women in the workplace. WFCs are common among women in the workplace, and the only difference is the size of the conflict. Women workers have long been in WFCs. Have they formed some special responses, and can these measures help them cope with WNG? Hence, future research can focus on the working female group and conduct a comparative study with the working male group. Secondly, this study mainly considers the negative gossip perceived or experienced by employees at work from their colleagues. According to existing literature, gossip may also come from those in power ([@B22]; [@B38]). Employees may suffer from negative gossip from their supervisors, which may have a greater impact on individual employees and their families. After all, leaders have higher management power than the colleague. Therefore, further research can explore the impact of WNG from different sources on employees' WFCs. Finally, our research is carried out under the Chinese context, and the sample size is not enough. The Chinese situation is special in that employees' work-life and family-life are closely related and have a strong overflow effect. However, in developed countries where a more detailed labor welfare system has been established, there is a clear boundary between work and family. Do employees' perceived or suffered WNG cause conflicts between their work and families? This issue requires further study in the future. Also, future research wants to delve deeper into the results by using a bigger sample size.

Conclusion {#S6}
==========

Previous research generally pays attention to the adverse impact of WNG on employees' job performance and organizational efficiency, but few studies have explored the impact of WNG on WFCs. This article explores the relationship between the two in the Chinese situation. The empirical analysis validates our hypothesis that psychological distress plays a mediate role between WNG and employees' WFCs and that the neuroticism of employees is an important moderating factor. Also, the findings of our research provide a perspective for understanding the harms of WNG and can help organizations recognize the role of WNG and reduce the adverse effects through relevant initiatives.
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